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Angst and Despair in the plays of Eugene O’Neill 

 

Abstract 

This research paper focuses on the theme of angst and despair in the dramas of 

Eugene O’Neill. All the protagonist of his dramas suffers from alienation, isolation, 

loneliness, persecution, and detachment. The feeling of isolation and loneliness, which have 

become the basic traits of existentialist behaviors, because existentialism is the root of Angst 

and Despair. O’Neill’s plays are the embodiments of cosmic anguish and springs from the 

tragic sense of life. Agonists of his plays live in an impersonal, mechanical, urbanized and 

industrialized social environment, most of them are today is alienated from God, tradition and 

religions of the past, nature and his fellow beings. Dramas of Eugene O’Neill circled around 

the theme of loss of identity, angst, isolation, hopelessness and sense of insecurity. He tries to 
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maintain the individuality of his characters, who are the victims of social forces and who 

ultimately fail to achieve the desired individuality, in his plays.    

 

Keywords: Angst, Despair, Alienation, Isolation, and Existentialism.  

 

Introduction 

The twentieth century, has witnessed great spiritual stress and stains, especially the 

post-war period. Eugene O’Neill’s social perspective covers an aspect of modern American 

society, in particular, and his plays embody the ideas and conflicts of the first half of the 

twentieth century and deal with the social and economic  issues of our time – materialism, 

industrialization, human relation, employer-employee conflicts, brutality, greed, hatred, etc. 

Therefore it has been rightly regarded as “the age of Angst”. In this age, man is brought face 

to face with confusion, frustration, disintegration, anxiety, and disillusion and meaningless in 

life. Eugene O’Neill is no exception in so far as he has written, by and large, about male 

characters; and no wonder, most of his novels move around male characters. All the 

protagonists of these dramas- Beyond the Horizon (1918), The Emperor Jones (1920), The 

Hairy Ape (1921), All God’s Chillun Got Wings (1923), The Great God Brown (1925), 

Strange Interlude (1927), and Long Day’s Journey Into Night (1941) belong to a category 

which may be classified as tragic plays. The males in these plays suffer more deeply if we 

compare it to the female characters because in plays he depicts women as selfish, non-

cooperative and are the cause behind the tragic suffering of men. The plays of Neill, 

brilliantly expresses the emotions revolves around man’s tragic agony in a helpless world. 

They show how a man suffers from a sense of angst and despair which arises out of 

insecurity and social evils, and how his struggle for the search of belongingness leaves him in 

an isolated state.  
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         Angst is a theme of all the major dramas of Eugene O’Neill. It is usually addressed to 

be a negative emotion arising from the experience of human freedom and responsibility. 

According to the modern existentialist, Adam Fong, Angst is the sudden realization of a lack 

of meaning, often while one completes a task that initially seems to have intrinsic meaning. 

(p.1)  Another theme of O’Neill’s plays is Despair which constitutes a major part of Eugene 

O’Neill’s dramatic material. Despair, in laymen term defined as a loss of hope. To be more 

specific, it is a reaction to breakdown in one or more of the defining qualities of one's self or 

identity that leads to loss of hope. 

O’Neill explored with unwavering determination the darker aspects of the human 

condition, embedding his plays with wide-ranging themes such as alcoholism, depression, 

prostitution and race relations. In fact, almost all of O’Neill’s plays are distillations of 

personal calamity, each colored with the darkest shades of melancholy and sorrow drawn 

from his life experiences. 

Eugene O’Neill is one of the preeminent playwrights of the twentieth century. He is 

well known for his international achievements in the world theatre for which he is often 

compared with other great playwrights such as Chekhov, Shaw, Pirandello and Brecht.  He is 

a great dramatist who has influenced generations of writers. He has blessed the American 

theatre industry with his magnificent dramatic results. The famous critic Sinclair Lewis 

observes, “Eugene O’Neill has transformed American drama in ten or twelve years from a 

false world of neat and competent trickery into the world of splendor, and greatness”. (p.43) 

Along with several others, Eugene O’Neill has been the torch–bearer of the American 

dramatist in present times. He was an American playwright who was awarded Nobel Prize in 

literature in 1936. He was also awarded Pulitzer Prize, first in 1920 for Beyond the Horizon, 

second in 1921 for Anna Christie, third in 1928 for Strange Interlude and fourth time in 1957 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adam_Fong
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for Long Day’s Journey into Night. Regarded as the American Shakespeare, O’Neill is the 

father of modern American drama who has more than sixty plays in his bag. 

O’Neill, was born in a New York hotel on 6th October 1888, and he was the third son 

of James O’Neill and Ellen Quinlam. His family background was never stable leading to his 

unbalanced childhood and life. One can experience the intense personal touch in O’Neill’s 

plays, due to the devastating effects of his family’s tragic relationships among themselves, 

especially his mother and father, who loved but at the same time tormented each other; his 

older brother, who loved him and corrupted him and died of alcoholism in middle age; and 

O’Neill himself, caught in the tornado of anxiety and hopelessness between love for and rage 

at all three. 

O'Neill's plays are tragic, but have a new modern sense of the term, also ancient 

tragedy portrayed noble characters who even so suffered from a tragic flaw. In the realistic 

theater, the characters possess little nobility and generally are ordinary people, not of the type 

of King Oedipus, which were the style of O'Neill and other modern dramatists. Although 

often in most parts of the plays they seem to be deeply flawed yet, for brief moments they are 

able to surpass their weaknesses to commit acts of small heroism and self-sacrifice. With the 

modernity differences among people of different culture and race are mitigating and life of 

the common person is becoming more important than in previous days but this has also made 

the grand hero’s life-less significance that represents the whole society. The other strand in 

O'Neill's plays is a sense of hopeless despair rooted in the loss of meaning in the modern 

world. In a world without the foregone conclusion of religion and without a clear sense of 

meaning and purpose, his characters engage in the kind of self-destructive behavior that 

would eventually harm their own life. 

Beyond the Horizon, The Emperor Jones, The Hairy Ape, All God’s Chillun Got 

Wings, The Great God Brown, Strange Interlude, and Long Day’s Journey into Night are 

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Religion
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heart-rending plays and they are mostly concerned with men’s emotions. In his plays all the 

motions are negative, working in man’s heart to accomplish his destruction. The drama 

depicts that the modern fate is both in man and outside him and it paralyzes his mind, also his 

consciousness and will and emotions are his worst enemies. 

In his play Beyond the Horizon, we experienced the mental and physical erosion of a 

man who cannot live without illusions. Each character in this play is obsessed by his desire 

for what he can never have for what lives in beyond the horizon. In this play Arthur and 

Barbara Gelb outline: 

“O’Neill expressed for the first time on a large scale his ‘hopeless hope’ philosophy, 

painting with sweep and grandeur the tragic theme that was soon to distinguish him from all 

American playwrights who had come before.” (p.13)   

This play navigates with his sense of unique bonding between man and his 

environment. The play describes the tragedy of a young, farm-born dreamer, Robert Mayo, 

who has lost his harmony with the environment and whose romantic mind and frail body 

yearn for the open sea, the beckoning world beyond the lines of hills which enclose his native 

town. 

O’Neill’s use of the expressionistic technique is noteworthy. The Hairy Ape and The 

Emperor Jones are its fine examples. The attention is focused on the central figure, and the 

other characters are not individualized in both the plays. For Yank and Jones happiness and 

tranquility, they need a sense of security and stability. When this age-old belief shatters, they 

become isolated from their being. Being isolated from their immediate environment, they feel 

lonely, alienated and unhappy, and this leads them to seek the identity of their own. When 

they fail to achieve this lost harmony, they suffer from a sense of angst and despair. 

The Hairy Ape dramatizes the vision of the tragic and isolated condition of men in 

modern social system. The play represents how modern men struggle to recover his sense of 
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belongingness within industrial society. Yank is not only a representative of blue collar 

working class but also of the modern man. His alienation from society is reflective of one of 

the main challenges confronted by all men of today. This play also shows the same theme- 

isolation and loss of identity. Apropos of this place, O’Neill writes: 

“The Hairy Ape was propaganda in the sense that it was a symbol of man, who has 

lost his old harmony with nature, the harmony which he used to have as an animal and had 

not yet acquired in a spiritual way. Thus, not being able to find it on earth nor in heaven, he’s 

in the middle, trying to make peace…Yank can’t go forward, and so he tries to go back. This 

is what his shaking hands with gorilla meant.  But he can’t go back to “belonging” either. The 

gorilla kills him. The subject here is a same ancient one that always was and always will be 

the one subject for drama, and that is a man and his struggle with his own fate. The struggle 

used to be with the gods, but is now with himself, his own past, his attempt “to belong.” ( 

p.76) 

This play shows how Yank is animalized by a neutral mechanical. Yank, in this play, 

is one who challenges the domination of the machine-age and sacrifices his life to motivate 

the workers by making them realize the necessity of revolt against their unworthy masters. 

In the play The Emperor Jones we witness the psychological terrors and obsessions of 

Brutus Jones. The play depicts the unfortunate story of Robert Mayo, the true tragic agonist 

who has lost his sense of compatibility with the environment. 

All God’s Chillun Got Wings is sharp and to the point analysis of the intermarriage 

between whites and Blacks, its psychology is good enough and it is more didactic than 

O’Neill has ever before attempted to be. This play depicts the tragedy of man’s alienation and 

loneliness. Both Jim and Ella fail to be compatible with anyone and anywhere. They cannot 

even relate to each other. Contrary to the title “All God’s Chillun Got Wings,” there are 

several barriers that separate God’s one child from another. Jim might have got ‘wings’ as he 
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has the new hope with him but his hope, entirely based on illusion and at last remains an 

illusion. This play deals with the pitiful story of a married couple who is deeply committed to 

each other, and yet is divided by a profound sense of angst and despair which is the basic 

cause of their tragedy. 

In a vibrant and lyrical style, O’Neill has sought to exhibit man’s aspirations in the 

play The Great God Brown; it is a dramatic paean to man’s struggle to identify himself with 

nature. The theme throughout is mystically ecstatic. Man’s way is seen here winding through 

a vale of sadness, but it wins. Providing mask, the dramatist discloses the hidden emotions of 

the characters and their dual nature owing to which they are separated from one another. This 

play deals with the four helpless individuals’ fruitless search for happiness. They are Dion 

Anthony, the torn and tortured artist; his wife Margaret, his friend William Brown; and Cybel 

the prostitute. They represent conflicting souls as well as opposite elements in society. 

Almost all the characters of the play suffer from the sense of angst and despair in different 

ways.    

Strange Interlude is the longest play ever written by O’Neill. It is a demonstration of 

man’s search for identity, belief and belonging. This play outlines the tragic aftermath of the 

suppression of the basic urge of life through the characters of professor. Leeds, Nina, 

Marsden, Darrell, Sam, Mrs. Evans and Gordon, as “All of them live in a world of masks of 

the self and others”. (p.126) The plot highlights on Nina Leeds, the daughter of an Ivy 

League professor, who is tormented when her fiancé is killed in World War I, before they 

have a chance to consummate their relationship. The root causes of their sufferings, their 

romantic imagination, disease owing to which they suffer from estrangement and become 

isolated from one another.  

Long Day's Journey into Night revolves around the Tyrone family, consisting of 

parents James and Mary and their sons Edmund and Jamie. The play deals with inter-family 
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alienation and explains how prosperous and happy family to an outer world suffers from 

isolation condition from inside. This play is a miserable tale of angst and despair. O’Neill 

painted the most tragic picture of the shattered dreams in an autobiographical manner in it. 

Doris V. Falk righteous opinion: 

“All the Tyrones are doomed to destroy and be destroyed, to be victimized not only 

by each other but by the dead, for the dead have willed them a heritage of disease, alcoholism 

and drug addiction, and have cursed them with the deeper ills of alienation, conflict, and self 

destructiveness.”(p.182) 

A scrutiny of Eugene O’Neill’s plays in the former chapters leads us to certain 

conclusions regarding the theme of angst and despair explored through a deep digging of 

their plots, situations, characters, dialogues and techniques. Being an existentialist O’Neill, he 

deals with life in a very realistic and authentic manner and presents a faithful dramatization 

of the human situation in his plays. The most important issue of today’s American society is 

man’s failure to “belong” or to find roots anywhere in this hostile world. Defines man as a 

lost and lonely soul, and suffers from a sense of angst as is already depicted through the 

alienation of Robert Mayo in Beyond the Horizon, Jones in The Emperor Jones, Yank in The 

Hairy Ape, Jim Harris and Ella in All God’s Chillun Got Wings as well as the agonists in the 

other plays discussed in this study. 
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